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Abstract:

The objective of this research paper was to embedstudy of older adi
education in Pierre Bourdieu’s concept diktinction. Field research w
carried out at the University of the Third Age iral\étta in Malta [U3E
with dataindicating that the primary indicator for membepshvas bein
situated in the ‘young@ld’ cohort’, possessing relatively higher levels
educational attainment and qualifications, as aslprevious experience
white collar and occupational occupatioMost members were unaware
the real aims and objectives of the phenomenoheU3E, and seemed
identify cultural pursuits with high-brow cultureSimilar to traditiona
educational systems older adult education camesa@® a political activity
and part of a large macrocosm of symbolic institutiothat reproduc
existing power relations in a subtle manner. Thel\stthus conclud® that
attending the US3E is less thaan actual example of ‘transformati
education’ but more like another euphemisnr fylorified occupatiol
therapy.
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I ntroduction

In 1983 David Peterson published one of the finstlépth studies on older adult
education titledacilitating Education for Older Learner#\fter appraising the field,
he declared “the future, then, is bright” (306) nhany ways, Peterson was right since
the past two decades all continents witnessed a kxpansion in the provision of
older adult education (Jarvis, 2003). Indeed, tkecation of older persons is
considered to be the fastest growing branch oftaédlication in post-industrial
countries as well as one of the most crucial iséagiag current educational planning
(Findsen, 2005). Moreover, researchers penned iymsieviews of programmes
specialising in older adult education as they fothrain to foster a sense of creativity,
decrease loneliness and isolation, and provide rtyppides and stimulation for the
structure of older persons’ daily lives (WithnahdaPercy, 1994; Swindell, 1997;
Williamson, 2000; Hamil-Luker, and Uhlenberg, 20@}in-Shan, 2006).

This research paper is a continuation of my effastembed the field of older adult
education in a critical perspective (Formosa, 20@082, 2005). Critical educational
gerontology, as the critical branch of older adhdtication is called, argues that the
moral goal of learning in later life is to develafiernative visions for democratic
social change whereby older persons are empowereskist and overcome various
forms of discrimination. Herein, | conduct a Bowuasian analysis of the University
of the Third Age in Malta [U3E]. This analysis epresented in three basic parts. The
first includes a brief review of the current statelder adult education and the role of
education in Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolwmver. The second part reviews of
the University of the Third Age [U3A] phenomerorThe third and final circle
interprets the fieldwork data in a Bourdieusiarniorsdle where it is argued that the
U3E fails to lead learners to transformative ‘coestisation’. Instead, it functions as
a vehicle of symbolic violence whereby class inditjga are reproduced and
reinforced over the retirement transition.

Older adult education

Recent years have witnessed a range of policynséatis at international and national
levels encouraging and highlighting the increasinghbers and percentages of older
persons taking part in educational programmes. iBhi®t surprising considering the
coming of population ageing. Statistics from theiteh Nations indicated that, in
1997, on average, “one million people a month @dgbe threshold of 60 years of
age across the globe” (Brink, 1997 : 15) - a 2Qceet increase from the 800,000
figure reported in 1991 (Kinsella and Taeuber, 3983s noteworthy that “in 1995,
the 368 million persons aged 65 and over constitliel% of the earth’s total
population...an increase of 48 million [in absoluternts] elderly since 1990”
(Kinsella, 1997 : 18). Another key catalyst leadiogiards the increasing popularity
of older adult education consisted in the ‘femitiaof later life’. Indeed, the rising
number and proportion of women in later life duader life expectancy can be

[uN

The first U3A was founded in 1973 in Toulouse (France) by Pierre Vellas (1997) to enhance
the quality of life of older persons through the participation of educational activities, socio-
cultural activities, and multi-disciplinary research on later life. U3As may be defined loosely
as socio-cultural centres where senior citizens may acquire new knowledge of significant
issues, or validate the knowledge which they already possess, in an agreeable milieu and in
accordance with easy and acceptable methods.
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considered as a key role in the development ofr@dalt education since that women
are more receptive to joining and attending edooati classes. Other catalysts
included the improved health status of older pesstire emergence of the third age as
a ‘normal’ phase of life rather than simply for thetter-off, smaller family circles
which motivated older persons to seek social césitaatside the family circle, and
the improving educational levels of older cohoMareover, one cannot overlook the
integration of older adults in the framework ofeldng education. Although the
concept of lifelong education has been with usnfiany decades, it was only recently
that education was connoted as extending beyonkiingplife.

Initially, much of the theoretical literature fo@ds on how education can increase
older persons’ levels of self-fulfilment and poiaht Percy (1990a), for instance,
proposed a liberal approach whereby the aims angbpas of education in later life
are not different from those of people of any agmig. He advocated an approach in
which learning becomes a personal quest, where

...learners begin from where they are; they follow thrust of their
own curiosities in order to make what is aroundnthenore
meaningful; ideally they should be free of exteroahstraints so that
they can learn until they are satisfied, until thegve achieved a
potential that is within them

Percy, 1990b : 236

Critical educational gerontology [CEG] runs countersuch a liberal framework.
CEG emerged from the radical concern to overcoreeottpressions which locked
older adults into ignorance, poverty and powerlessnand secondly, as a reaction to
the uncritical acceptance of the language and tidenlying ideological approach
employed in older adult education. The rational erlydng this perspective was
firmly established in three key publications (Glending and Battersby, 1990;
Glendenning, 1992; Battersby and Glendenning, 1992yhich it was stated that
CEG relates to older persons “gaining power oveirtiives...and, above all, [that] it
should be an important mechanism for individual ag@up empowerment”
(Glendenning and Battersby, 1990 : 222-3). Glenawnand Battersby argued that
older adult educational programmes are based upmnemus taken-for-granted
perceptions. These included (i) the tendency tsicken elderly people as a relatively
homogenous group, (ii) the use of the psycholodideficit” model of older adults’
learning abilities, (iii) assuming that any typeeafucation emancipates and improves
the quality of life of older persons, (iv) delibergy about the aims and purposes of
education in later life in a shallow manner, (vdrdgarding that most older adult
education is driven by middle-class notions of witcanstitutes education, (vi)
overlooking the fact that older persons are maiigiea to different degrees from
society, and finally, (vii) assuming that older Hdeducation is exercised in the
interests of older people.

As a reaction, Glendenning and Battersby (1990 6-&2 put forward four

foundational principles for CEG. First, a shift awBiom a functionalist approach
towards an exploration of the relationship betweapitalism and ageing. Second,
going beyond conventional ‘educational gerontologfy’contest that education for
older persons is essentially a neutral enterpridardly, analysing older adult
education through such concepts as emancipatiopowarment, transformation,
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social and hegemonical control. And finally, dey#hy ‘the notion of praxis’ to

establish a ‘critical gerogogy’ which enables oldgrersons to achieve
‘conscientisation’. Undoubtedly, CEG was a welcasaeition to the sphere of adult
education since if

...we fail to establish ‘empowerment’ as a centrall @&ssentially
contested concept within the field of educationatogtology, we
jeopardise the most powerful aspect of older aghlilication - its use as
a tool for transforming old age from a period ofcldee and
dependency to one of challenge and productivity

Cusack, 1999 : 35

CEG has been a key contributor to the developmieadiecational gerontology. These
included the embodiment of the field in a normatwel ethical engagement (Cusack,
2000), highlighting the possible hegemonic efféet tolder educational programmes
may entail (James, 2000), and injecting a critingist in the analysis of why
membership is closely linked to gender and clas¢en@nning, 2000). My
contributions in this respect to the developmen€&f have been principally twofold
(Formosa, 2002, 2005). Primarily, | expanded thahdical formulations underlying
CEG in a number of down-to-earth practices for olaldult educators. In an attempt
to situate Shor and Freire’s (1987 : 19) 20-yedraery “What type of teaching
could make critical learning happen?” in criticalueational gerontology, | argued
that critical gerogogy (that is, the teaching afeslpersons) :

= must be directed by a political rationale so as highlight its
commitment to the transformation of ageist sodialcgures.

=  must employ a communal approach towards the tremstion of the
ageist world (even despite the diverse heterogenéilder persons)

= refutes the myth that any type of education empswédter people, and
is grounded on liberatory education.

= realizes that older adult educators are not justiti@ors but that they
must take sides with and are committed to the suofje of older
people.

= does not only occur within the walls of the oldelulh educational
programme, but must reach out to all distinct segmef older persons.

= embraces a self-help culture towards a more dedestd and
autonomous older adult education as power is shiftelder learners.

Formosa, 2002passim

Recently, | strove to embed CEG in a feminist pectipe. Following field research at
the local U3E, five principles were proposed to alder adult education become
more of an actual example of ‘transformative edocator older women. CEG will
only succeed in holding a sensitivity to feminishcerns if it

= is directed by a rational that acknowledges oldemen as an
oppressed population due to the ‘double standasdjioig’.

= acknowledges that the oppressive position of oldemen is also
the result of lifelong cumulative disadvantages.

= rejects that there is a universalized singular tile@among women
and emphasizes a ‘politics of difference’.
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= abandons traditional strategies of learning andraods a feminist
praxis in older adult education and related resganad finally, if it
= is driven towards the empowerment of older womea distinct but
collective effort.
Formosa, 2005passim

However, not everything is well within CEG. Somevéaeven challenged this
position with Findsen (2005) arguing for an imprdvtegration of theory and
practice in CEG and an exploration of its connexid@o the concept of lifelong
learning. Withnall (2000; 2005) claimed that CEGuissuitable considering that older
people are a highly heterogeneous group to thenettiat it falls in the trap of liberal
education in that it imposed a new kind of ideotadiconstraint. | also found CEG at
fault for clinging to a traditional view of sociglower characterised by a zero-sum
theory of collective movements, oscillating betwestructural and agentic
perspectives of everyday life, and that it tendértk the notion of domination with
the materiality of economic forces (Formosa, 200Qmdoubtedly, the coming of late
modernity demands a more fluid, dialectic, and syiicbapproach to the critical
analysis of older adult education. It is in viewsafch limitations that | believe that
CEG has much to gain from its linkage with PiereuBlieu’s sociology. Boudieu’s
major contribution is his development of a politieeonomy of symbolic power that
includes a theory of symbolic interests, a thedrgawer as capital, and an analytical
outlines as how education serves as a key mechdarstine conduction of symbolic
violence and transmission of class inequalitiess Ththe concern of the next section.

Pierre Bourdieu, symboalic power, and education

The analytical problems present in CEG necessdatesearch programme which
grapples with the intimate connections between rotkilt education on one hand
amd class, culture, and power on the other. Bourfi®77) meets such an objective
by premising the sociology of everyday life upometh ‘thinking tools’, namely
habitus, field, and capital. The ‘habitus’ conggtithe crux of Bourdieu’s sociology
of practice through which the hostility between emtive structures and subjective
practices on one hand, and consciousness and uwmmosisess on the other is
surpassed. The habitus is defined as “a produlistdry ensures the active presence
of past experiences, which deposited in each osgamn the form of schemes of
perception, thought and action, tend to guarartiee'dorrectness’ of practices and
their constancy over time, more reliability thahfarmal rules and explicit norms”
(Bourdieu, 1990 : 54). Thus, the habitus refersatset of dispositions acquired
through early socialisation that are, in turn, ceggible for an individual’'s behaviour
and the typical way he/she acts or interprets toeglity. The ‘field’ is where the
constituent effects of the habitus are actuali@mlrdieu (1993) sees the field as a
configuration, of objective relations between posi$ whose properties depend on
their position within these spaces and which caraha&lysed independently of the
characteristics of their occupants. Finally, ‘capiis not granted solely economic
meaning but essentially signifies a resource theldy power. In addition to the
cultural, social, and economic forms of capitaluBbeu highlighted another form of
capital - namely, symbolic capital. The latter ndi@rently different from the rest in
that it is a form of power not perceived ‘as suht arising as a legitimate demand
for recognition and deference :
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Symbolic capital, a transformed and thereby disgliferm of physical
‘economic’ capital, produces its proper effect mash as it conceals
the fact that it originates in ‘material’ forms cdpital which are also, in
the last analysis, the source of its effects.

Bourdieu, 1977 : 183

Through the triumvirate of habitus, field and cabit became possible for Bourdieu
(1984, 1985, 1987) to construct an agonistic perwemf everyday life is sensitive
both to structuring structures and agentic actia®,well as the fact that class
structuring and action occur through modalitiessgibolic power. Primarily, the
‘social’ is posited as a central dimension to thetrim of properties associated with
class so that it engenders the substitution ofaascktructure based on economic
relations of production by a multidimensional ‘sacispace’ where position is
contingent upon the volume, composition, and ttajgc of individuals’ capital.
Secondly, Bourdieu’s model also includes a potetdi@onceive why class no longer
leads to strong forms of class consciousness. Taerbhical and differentiated
nature of tastes underlying class relations “owsrthpecial efficacy to the fact that
they function below the level of consciousness Emtjuage, beyond the reach of
introspective scrutiny or control of the will” (188 467). Finally, Bourdieu provides
insight on the individualist and consumerist chtgaof contemporary forms of class
action. Bourdieu highlights the ‘trickle-down efteahereby a perpetual competition
exists over the appropriation of the most “distiistped” objects or practices. Initially
seized upon by those with the greatest economitandltural capital - that is, by the
dominant class - such objects or practices diftimegnward through social space over
time. Lifestyles are therefore not “different...froohasses, but are rather dominant
classes denied as such, or, so to speak, sublimattdhereby legitimated” (ibid., :
214).

Bourdieu, however, was aware that class distinstemanating from ‘trickle-down’
effects lack inherent durability since they are mwtitutionally secured, and thus,
subject to continuous re-creation. For Bourdieud(&Wacquant, 1992), symbolic
violence achieves ‘permanency’ only if class didions are subject to ‘codification’
- that is, the ‘formalization’ of arbitrary acts distinction by establishing the explicit
consensus of the whole group. The educationaltutistn is, for Bourdieu (and
Passeron, 1977), the key mechanism of ‘codificatéanit is specially contrived to
conserve, transmit and inculcate the cultural carairsociety through its function of
‘conserving’ and ‘consecrating’ an elite heritagéhér important mechanisms include
political mobilisation and the state) :

...the educational system, an institutionalized d@sswhich is itself
an objectified system of classification reproduding hierarchies of the
social world in a transformed form, with its clegea by “level”
corresponding to social strata and its division® ispecialities and
disciplines which reflect social divisions ad infum, such as the
opposition between theory and practice, conceptod execution,
transforms social classifications into academicssfecations, with
every appearance of neutrality...

Bourdieu, 1984 : 387
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Educational institutions possess the power to teséamd regulate class-constitutive
boundaries characterized by a high degree of $pllid permanence, and may do so
in independence from the classificatory schemeshefactors who are subject to
categorization by them. As long as educationalitutgins carry a somewhat
universally recognised value in the social and sylilmbmarkets, educational
participation institute an objective frontier betmeholders and non-holder. At the
same time, however, educational institutions alsgrte a symbolic effect, since they
entail the introduction of a qualitative disconiiguinto the continuum of cultural
competences: the difference between the persoreiped as holding the highest
levels of knowledge in highbrow culture and perswith the lowest levels.

Of course Bourdieu’s sociology is not problem-frdevo problems are especially
relevant to this research piece. On one hand, sixtemeproach has been levelled at
the habitus for incorporating a strong form of stumal bias (Alexander, 1995).
However, | believe that this criticism is too hasshce an overall reading of his work
finds that ‘agency’ and ‘transformation’ are botlvem a formal place (Fowler,
1997). More directly relevant to education, Bouwdigas also been regarded as a
‘cultural reductionist’ since he projects cultuli& as intrinsically related to process
of class conflict (Jenkins, 1992). This criticishgwever, is also unfair. Bourdieu’s
analysis of culture offers a way out of the proldefound in neo-Marxist accounts
where culture is deemed a product of class relat{@wartz, 1997). In Bourdieu’s
model, culture is itself a field in which classatbns operate with culture battles
being recursively involved in class formation rattien the other way round.

The University of the Third Agein Malta®

The local University of the Third Age, or as welcialin our native tonguel-
Universita’ Tat-Tielet Eta' [U3E] operates from three locations, namely :|&ftd,
Sliema, and Rabat in Gozo (research was conduttaayathe primary location). It is
governed by a mission statement, written and deeeldby university academics,
declaring specifically that the U3E aims to providlder persons with educational
opportunities as an end in themselves. The U3E ostralled by two main
committees. Whilst the academic matters are rum fppard made up of university
academics, the U3E’s co-ordinator, and one reptatea from the U3E’ learning
body - on the other hand, the social undertakirrgsnaanaged by an ‘Association’
which acts in liaison with the University of Malt&chembri, 1997).

The U3E is open to everybody over 60 years of agdy to pay a nominal fee. Most
members were in the young-old age-bracket, femalarried, and living in the
vicinity of the U3E’s premises. The majority of meens had attained at least a

% In fact, Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 2000 : 234ff) emphasised reiterated that “[i]t would be wrong to
suppose that the circle of expectations and chances cannot be broken...The lack of a
future...is an increasingly wide-spread, even a modal, experience. But there is the relative
autonomy of the symbolic order which in all circumstances, especially in periods where
expectations and chances fall out of line, can leave a margin for freedom for political action
aimed at reopening the space of the possibles”.

® Data for this research publication was collected in five year span (2000-2005). Whilst initially
| held the roles of a student reading for a Masters’ Degree in Arts (Sociology), eventually |
also had the opportunity to contribute to the U3E programme of studies by facilitating a
course titled Elder Abuse : A Holistic and Preventive Approach.
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‘secondary education’, and consequently, very fead o qualifications - the

majority holding secondary education certificated/ar teacher’s college certificates
and being previously employed in managerial or gssional occupations.

Considering the high majority of illiterate oldeergons in Malta (the 1995 census
[Centre of Statistics, 1998] lists 26% of personero60 years of age as being
illiterate), | queried USE members as to whethar¢hwere any illiterate members
amongst the U3E’s body. The answer was always reitbgative or inconclusive.

Most informers held that illiteracy and U3E memlbgusare two variables that are not
easily found together. Many male and female memberpressed their

disappointment at the fact that they were forceretwe when reaching the height of
their intellectual abilities and after attainingtenxsive experience. The relinquishing
of occupational roles was deemed by U3E membersiegseasing their status,
prestige, and consequently, self-esteem :

Retirement was a big blow. At work | enjoyed thepect of my work
mates... Attending the U3E made me feel a contribuagain.
Attending lectures and feeling accepted by felloemmbers gave me
the prestige | had lost through retirement.

John, 74 years

| perceived most U3E members to incorporate a raigtiiss culture. Many members
arrived for the lectures at the Valletta centrehwat copy ofThe TimegMalta) - a
dominant symbol of middle-class status, and variomgsnbers could be overheard
flaunting the prestigious positions and significamties they occupied before
retirement, as well as the many honourable deedsrpeed during their adult life.
Most members communicated on title-surname basespecially in opposite-sex
interaction, spoke with idealistic overtones, weargnical of the routine and
pragmatical pattern of practice, and used varital&h and English words to express
their ideas. During conversations various memblaus éspecially females) expressed
their condemnation of idle youth, drug addicts, anémployed - describing them as
‘social parasites’. Members regarded achievememt amccess in occupational
structures as dominant acceptable yardsticks tosuneaone’s accomplishments in
life. In addition, the pronoun ‘we’ was used exigal when referring to the
membership body. On asking for a clarification bpehthe use of pronoun, many
members maintained that it signified cultured olgersons ‘who possessed a good
level of education and cultured taste’. The belieit ‘education is valuable for its
own sake, rather than for utilitarian purposes’ \abs® a popular motive. Yet, many
stressed the U3E’s social benefits :

The U3E gives me an opportunity to meet people kizate similar
interests...to make new acquaintances...to help me away the
time...to build a new life after the death of my has...there is
nothing much to do now that | had to retire and thddren got
married.

Maria, 68 years

Upon querying whether they attended other socidbs;l almost all members replied
in the negative. | also asked about perceived plesseasons why many old persons
in Malta do not join the U3E. Many members exprdsgee view that the U3E'’s

lectures are of a high standard and that many opgesons do not have the
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educational background to comprehend the lecturerg'sentations. A typical
comment included :

It is true that any older person can enrol in tl3&=UBut what'’s the use
of attending university lectures if one does novehdhe necessary
educational background. You have to remember theaige percentage
of older persons are illiterate. A larger perceatage illiterate in the
English language. It is impossible for such olderspns to participate
fully in the U3E. Non-educated older persons wofiltd it very
difficult to understand the lectures, and also ,ttia¢y would find it
similarly troublesome to converse with many of theesent U3E
members.

Carmen, 70 years

In fact, members believed that the U3E suits bkekdrgersons who have an adequate
level of education, that is, who understand Engéisld Maltese that is, who have a
secondary level of education or better. Most memsheere against the idea of
providing low standard education since this wouttheéan the institutions’ role (sic).
Some members stressed older persons’ ‘lack of denfie and fears’ about ‘formal
education’ as other potential barriers to memberskiery few members pointed
towards transport and health problems as the pyimegasons why many elders do not
join the USE. When | inquired whether the titleniwersity’ might be another
potential factor preventing people from participgti many members appeared
perplexed at this suggestion since most of themjdiadd the U3E precisely because
they were attracted by the term in question. Maeyniers were certain that the word
‘university’ was not the reason for the high leeélabsenteeism. On the contrary,
they were against its removal and believed thatigh an action would be carried out,
the U3E would lose both its overall meaning andustaOne member, albeit
acknowledging the fact that the title ‘universityiay denote a high standard of
educational practice and that it could discouralgkeropersons with low levels of
formal education from seeking membership in the U8&s quick to add

But what can one do? If it is removed, it can fiorctthe other way
round, that is, deterring people like me who woliké to dedicate
their free time in retirement to pursuing educatioactivities as ends
in themselves...at least it functions to give olderspns a sense of
identity, something which they, that is we, havst ldue to mandatory
discriminatory policies...politicians never retire...whdo they
condemn other persons to idle time in their old.agehey tampered
even with the U3E’s status, now that we have somegtim our favour,
| would be very angry.

Roger, 75 years

The U3E follows the liberal tradition and offersucses which are not intended to
lead their participants to obtain economic and othaternal benefits although. Well-
attended lectures includedfistory and Appreciation of ArtReligions of the
Mediterranean Malta’'s Middle Ages : Culture Switchingeurope and the
Mediterranean in the Middle AgesThe Rise of Islam in the Mediterraneaand
Malta Under British RuleThe tutors are non-U3E members and are eithétiriud

or part-time university lecturers. They are engabggdhe University and are paid
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university rates. The dominant pedagogical styledus U3E lectures is didactic in
format without allowing any possibility for any &aliscussion on the subject.

Discussion

Undoubtedly, the U3E serves as a major catalyshimenhancement of the quality of
its members’ lives. My fieldwork experience indiedtthat the U3E injects a sense of
creativity, aids lonely older persons to resoca@libemselves in society, develops
amongst learners a lofty and progressive delighlifef and increases the level of
social solidarity and integration between olderspes.

When investigating the major forces responsiblenfotivating older persons to enrol
in the U3E, current members highlighted a combamatof cognitive and social
reasons. Experiencing an ample volume of leisume,tiolder persons may feel that
they have nothing to lose by joining the institatiret, it is also clear this is not the
whole picture regarding U3E participation. Indeedl, critical study of older
educational practice must move beyond the convidtiat older persons’ decision to
join up is solely influenced by rational factorg)ce one cannot negate the immense
symbolic significance that arises from obtaining nmbership in clubs and
organisations. If rational factors were the onlasens why older persons sought
membership in the U3E, then the learning body wdade been characterised by a
high level of heterogeneity. Even though there weoeofficial requirements for
enrolment, except having surpassed one’s sixtiethday, fieldwork data detected
that the typical USE member holds a middle classtipm and dispositions.

= First, members’ life-course projection equippedhtheith a high level of cultural
and social capital but moderate economic capitatrwbompared to lower and
upper class older persons.

= Secondly, many perceived themselves to be relgtivmdtter educated and
‘cultured’ when compared to the rest of the eldg@dypulation, and consequently,
utilized the pronoun “we” to refer to the U3E leiugn body in a consistent
manner.

The middle-classness of typical U3E members was elgdent by their continuous
pursuit of aristocratic qualities, expressive lij¢ss, an eagerness to instruct
themselves in the bourgeois ethos of freedom, a$ agea close affinity with
traditional intellectuals (since the latter weregeéved as members of the dominant
class). They also held a conventionalist and fi@uhlist attitude towards leisure,
dress, politics, values, humanist studies, andulsigz usage; and demonstrated a
dominant preference for expressive learning - stétdor pretension’ that is detached
from the mundane necessities of everyday life. high level of homogeneity
amongst the U3E’s learning body, leads invarialdythe logical deduction that
membership proceeds from other irrational factather than from a conscious
deliberation to enrol oneself in an organisaticat frovides educational, cultural and
social activities. In fact, USE members inhabitecb#iure of reflexivity (compared to
a culture of necessity experienced by their wordlags peers) so that they
interpreted the social environment in scholastid anademic ways. This culture of
reflexivity arose from two major factors. Firstethrelatively high levels of cultural
capital inclined them with the ability to manipwdatheir ideas to their advantage.
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Secondly, their relative low level of economic ¢apieft middle class subjects no
alternative but to emphasise their cultural capitalconstructing their social and
personal identity. USE members can be describedus¢ Bauman’s (1992) metaphor
- ‘elderly tourists’ - that is, older persons whorted their backs on traditional ways
of ageing to adopt ‘successful’ and ‘active’ liiesthis way, USE members can be
contrasted to working-class peers whose lives wevatound experiences of material,
residential, and psychological exclusion since thenceive retirement as an
opportunity for optimising opportunities for healttognitive and physical capacities,
and active engagement.

Historically, the middle classes were particulanynerable to cyclical movements in
their economic position when compared to working apper class citizens since the
former would have spent their life accumulating ddding ‘cultural capital’ and
‘symbolic power’ to hold the edge over their adutintemporaries. Their status and
class position was derived particularly from thHagh level of educational attainment
and qualifications that in turn granted them accassprestigious’ occupation
positions. The latter served as a major symboliategjy to solve this concern
throughout their middle years. On retirement, thelass condition became
disconnected from their class position. Whilst thetass position occupied a higher
level with in the social space, their class cooditisent contradicting messages,
leading to an individual ‘status inconsistency’ tiRanent forces older persons to an
arena of role ambiguity, to become dependent orstide welfare system, and strips
them of their ‘social worth’ in society. This ocsuprimarily, because in modern
societies, income and status derive predominartiy foroductive employment. Once
retirement age is reached, one’s position in tlogiad space’ changes from that of
‘achievement’ to one of ‘ascription’ - that of ‘p&aners’ or ‘dependants’. Previous
identities and statuses associated with one's atiomal position are erased and
become meaningless. Yet, it is also true that strelttural pressures are experienced
differently by social classes. Throughout theieyworking class persons have never
occupied a high position in the ‘social space’ gegceive retirement as a kind of
liberation from their exploitative situation. Moogper class persons, however, would
still own a sufficient volume of ‘economic’ capitia retain their class position.

It is therefore not surprising that the middle sEsattempt to enrol in new arenas for
moral and practical support as well as to reaskeit previous and intended position
in the social space. Like social classes, samergeoe individuals have a common
location in the social and historic process, anitlwithereby limits them to a specific
range of potential experience, predisposing themafoertain characteristic mode of
thought and experience and a characteristic typeisbbrically relevant action. One
common strategy is joining organisations sinc@gbrporates several benefits — such
as an opportunity for self-expression, a senseatfirity, a supportive network, and a
chance to confront some of the ambiguity and los$estirement. However, the most
important function of enrolment in organisationgnsists in the recovering of
forfeited or new identities. Of all the availablecsl clubs, it is those which are
intimately associated with ‘legitimate capital’ thbestow the greatest amount of
status (Bocock, 1993). These include historicabeissions, political organisations,
and above all, educational institutions. This oscbecause educational institutions
act as cultural arbitraries whose unacknowledged iaithe imposing of legitimate
cultural predispositions. Therefore, the drive ta¥gathe attainment of membership at
the U3E must not be perceived as a mere coinciddnteas a symbolic strategy in
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the class struggle. Membership provides learneectmire the label of ‘cultured’ or

‘cultivated’ with respect to the rest of the ol@etult population. In the same way that
books and paintings are used to impress neighbfsiesds and other social viewers,
membership in the U3E is employed as a strategybtain and compete for social
honour.

Through the U3E, middle-class older persons catasusr even augment their values
of achievement and independence, and combat therégtcsymbolic losses resulting
from retirement. To clarify this position, it is p@rtune to refer to a television
interview where Bourdieu used the metaphor of anca@lheit, 1999). In everyday
life, according to Bourdieu, we are equipped whhee types of chips : black, blue
and red. Bourdieu matched black chips with econaratal, blue chips with cultural
capital, and red chips with social capital. To Bbew’'s comparisons, one may add
the existence of white chips as referring to synebohpital. In old age, retirement
depletes the middle classes of their lifelong aadation of black and red chips,
despite their retaining a high volume of blue chigst, it is evident that such a type
of capital is not self-evident, and therefore, does enable them to retain their
previously high level in the social space. The asthategy left to such middle-class
older persons, in order to elevate their positiorthe social space, is through the
manipulation of white chips in the hope that a ssstul deployment will result in an
upwardly mobile stride in society’s social laddéican be argued that membership in
the U3E arises as a strategy to symbolise theativel higher quantities of ‘blue
chips’. In this respect, the U3SE becomes a stratégyeer grouping that engages in
collective rituals to ameliorate their situationef&ring again to Bourdieu’s casino
metaphor, not every older person can procure ‘bhips’ easily. In its extreme form,
U3E membership is co-ordinated as a system of asadbosure’, admitting only
particular kinds of social groups, depending onrtkelume of cultural and social
capital. At the same time, Bourdieu’s concept dbitus exposes why the strategic
potential of the U3E is not usurped by entrepreiaéuand working class older
persons. The habitus, as highlighted previouslierseto transposable dispositions
which, integrating past experiences, functions arge moment as anatrix of
perceptions, appreciations and actioi$herefore, only older persons equipped with
an educational disposition that influences themptosue methodical reasoning,
analytical language, cultural awareness, and asttieeorising, will perceive the
strategic potential of the U3E and feel at eashiwits ethos

As the continuity paradigm in social gerontologyseass, older persons select
alternatives consonant with who they have beenvdrat they have done in the past.
External continuity is maintained by being and doim familiar environments,
practising familiar skills and interacting with fdrar people. This also explains why
older persons tended not to join other local clsinee the latter reflect a different
cultural arbitrary, one predicated on ‘popular orédt. Confronted with such an
incompatibility between their intellectual habitaisd the popular temperament found
in local clubs, new petite older persons felt ugesasce these environments were not
consistent with their life-long dispositions. Syrelthe U3E in Malta, with its
emphasis on liberal subjects, middle-class valuesdistinct geographical position,
provided an alternative and more congenial atmagphéndoubtedly, persons who
would have been continually socialised in formal@ational environments are prone
to romanticising their past role and to lookingward to a return to any available
conventionally educational field. Furthermore, witheir successful period of
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education in the past still lingering in their mamoit is not surprising that they
embrace so readily the U3E’s aesthetic and intelécvalues. To them it meant
going back to an arena in which they feel confidemdl self-assured of its outcome
and development.

Conclusion

The U3E in Valletta represents yet another commigledztfort to enhance the quality
of older persons’ lives by dealing with the inciegdongevity, as well as contesting
the erroneous suppositions that associate ageigpnedestined physical and mental
decline. However, a critical interpretation of theld research affirms three major
conclusions.

= First, despite the invisibility of older persons d¢hass analysis, old age is not
devoid of class distinctions. Rather, older persares located in structural and
subjective class locations which condition them dibuggle constantly for
improved positions.

= Secondly, class formation and action in later Igedistinguished by cultural
textures and processes that take the form of sowviaktments in and display of
symbolic distinctions.

= Finally, older adult education is essentially aifpzd! activity, and if siding with a
dominant class fraction, will form part of a largeacrocosm of symbolic
institutions that reproduce subtly existing powadations.

Moreover, | believe that the term ‘university’ was unfortunate choice and hinders
the democratisation process of older adult educagwogrammes. The term
‘university’ is a class-infused term and is unlikéb be adopted by any society whose
membership is predominately working-class sincéas elitist connotations. The
choice of such a term is unfortunate for two magasons : first, because U3As were
primarily founded to improve the quality of life afl older persons and not solely one
particular ingroup of elders (this is even moredatable when one considers that the
U3E derived its funds from the University of Maitdnich in turn is financed by the
Maltese government); and secondly, for losing tramk Vellas's mediaeval
interpretation of the ternuniversitas- as a corporation of persons devoted to a
particular activity and not in any way referrirggthe awarding of degrees, diplomas,
or any certification. To conclude, the U3E actedhagnstitutionalised classifier that
reproduced the existing social hierarchies sireg@é&dagogical work acted in favour
of the interests of middle class older persons el asagainsttheir working class
peers. This occurred through the U3E giving legati; to the middle-class culture
and through its perpetration of ‘symbolic violendey subjugating lower class
learners to alien tastes and values. Such a gyrategsurely a strategy for
demonstrating intellectual fitness, which, in tuswrewarded by a sensedistinction
within the peer group. Publicly, it demonstrate®’snposition in the social strata
against the commercial and the working classes.
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